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Matsigenka Corporeality, a Nonbiological 
Reality: On Notions of Consciousness and 




DAUGHTER: It seems to me we have said these words before, somewhere else.
POET:  Then you can soon work out what reality is.
DAUGHTER:  Or dreaming!
POET:  Or poetry!




do	 not	 conform	 to	 what	 constitutes,	 from	 a	 Western	 or	 modernist	
perspective,	 conventional	 suppositions	 based	 on	 biological	 assumptions.	
Since	few,	if	any,	would	be	prepared	to	dismiss	the	different	Amazonian	
perspectives	 as	 produced	 by	 irrational	 world	 views,	 these	 conceptions	
have	come	to	challenge	the	conventional	anthropological	understandings	
of	 humanity.	 	 The	 richness	 of	 the	 ethnographic	 descriptions	 indicates	




presenting	many	 and	 varying	 ideas	 and	perspectives.	 	One	 issue	 that	 is	
at	 the	core	of	much	of	 this	 interest	 is	 the	relationship	between	physical	
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thought	to	be	located	and	how	this	localization	influences	the	perception	





that	 are	 of	 relevance	 here	 can	 be	 subsumed	 and	 described	 in	 terms	 of	
two	 main	 tendencies.	 	The	 first	 tendency	 puts	 stress	 on	 the	 corporeal	
form.		To	the	adherents	of	this	tendency,	the	body	functions	as	a	molder	






















The	 different	 foci	 assumed	 by	 these	 two	 tendencies	 result	
in	 the	 ascription	 of	 opposed	 epistemic	 models	 to	 the	 peoples	 of	 the	
region.	 	 Studies	 made	 in	 conformity	 with	 the	 first	 of	 the	 tendencies	
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Since	aspects	of	 self	 are	 socially	 rather	 than	physically	 constituted,	 they	
take	precedence	over	the	body,	and	are,	as	a	result,	less	variable	than	the	
corporeal	form.		Given	similar	social	conditions,	the	person	remains	the	
same	 irrespective	 of	 physical	 shape	 and	 the	 physical	 body	 is	 in	 certain	
respects	merely	a	shell	that	contains	the	self.1		
	 The	Matsigenka	conception	of	self,	as	I	conceive	of	it	here,	admittedly	
has	 much	 in	 common	 with	 other	 concepts,	 for	 example,	 Viveiros	 de	
Castro’s	 (1998)	 “subjectivity”	 and	 Santos-Granero’s	 (intra)	 “vitality.”	
However,	in	contrast	to	these	concepts	that	primarily	refer	to	general	and	




of	 subjectivity	 and	 vitality	 is	 formed	 through	 the	 particular	 experiences	
and	influences	that	bearers	have	been	exposed	to	during	their	lives.		The	
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which	apparently	 is	 subscribed	 to	by	many	Matsigenka	and	 is	 therefore	
rarely	a	subject	for	reflection.
PREGNANCY AND BIRTH: 
THE EARLY FORMING OF THE SELF
	 In	various	life	cycle	rites,	assumptions	about	the	development	of	the	
individual	 self	 are	 clearly	 evident.	 	An	examination	of,	 for	 instance,	 the	




blood/flesh,	 bone,	 and	 soul.	 	 In	 the	 formation	 of	 the	 fetus,	women	 are	
generally	assumed	to	contribute	to	the	blood/flesh	and	men	to	the	bone.	
People	generally	say	that	they	are	 ignorant	about	the	origin	of	the	soul,	
but	when	 pressed	 they	 usually	 suggest	 that	 it	 is	 external	 to	 the	 human	
part	of	procreation.		However,	the	soul	needs	the	physical	body	in	order	
to	come	into	being,	although	it	is	subsequently	not	necessarily	tied	to	the	








care	 not	 to	 break	 any	 of	 the	 rules,	 lest	 the	 child	 be	 exposed	 to	 danger.	
The	regulations	are	principally	of	a	prohibitive	nature,	telling	what	must	





prohibition	 for	 pregnant	 women	 to	 eat	 tapir	 meat,	 which	 is	 supposed	
to	give	the	fetus	a	head	so	big	that	 it	will	become	difficult	 for	the	baby	
4
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	 Matsigenka	people	 consider	 small	 children’s	 souls	 to	be	particularly	
volatile	 because	 souls	 are	 assumed	 to	 be	 only	 loosely	 attached	 to	 the	
physical	 body	 during	 the	 first	 years.	 	What	 makes	 the	 early	 period	 of	
childhood	more	 precarious	 than	 other	 phases	 of	 life	 is	 that	 the	 soul	 at	
this	stage	has	not	yet	managed	to	develop	a	strong	social	attachment	to	








they	 are	part.	 	For	 some	 time	after	birth,	babies	 are	given	hot,	 fragrant	
baths	 several	 times	 a	 day.	 	The	 purpose	 of	 these	 baths	 is	 not	 primarily	
hygienic.		The	fragrance	that	is	produced—by	flowers	and	aromatic	leaves	
that	have	soaked	in	the	water	for	a	while—serves	to	keep	away	malignant	
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setting	into	which	the	baby	is	arriving.		They	are	therefore	responsible	for	
influencing	its	development.
	 Since	 the	 social	 setting	 into	 which	 a	 baby	 is	 born	 is	 potentially	
composed	 of	 both	wanted	 and	 unwanted	 actors	 trying	 to	 influence	 the	
child’s	development,	the	motive	for	keeping	up	the	various	rules	associated	
with	 gestation	 and	 birth	 is	 first	 and	 foremost	 to	 allow	 for	 the	 child’s	
socialization	 into	 the	 human	 world	 without	 the	 intervention	 of	 other,	
nonhuman,	 contenders.	 	Due	 to	 the	 fear	 of	 unwelcome	 influences,	 the	
rules	associated	with	this	early	period	of	a	child’s	upbringing	are	intended	
primarily	 to	 regulate	 the	 relationship	 of	 the	 household	 members	 with	
nonhuman	beings,	in	order	to	keep	them	at	a	safe	distance	from	the	baby.	
Only	 indirectly	 do	 the	 rules	 concern	 the	 adults’	 immediate	 relations	 to	
the	baby.		The	behavioral	regulations	that	affect	the	household	members	
of	an	unborn	or	 recently	born	baby	are	effectively	a	complement	 to	 the	
“ordinary”	 upbringing	 of	 the	 child.	 	 Such	 regulations	 serve	 to	 inhibit	
unwanted	 influences	 on	 the	 formation	 of	 the	 self,	 and,	 in	 so	 doing,	 to	
facilitate	the	socialization	of	the	baby	into	its	proper	human	community.
PERSPECTIVISM AND SELFHOOD IN 
NARRATIVE DISCOURSE
	 Most	 Matsigenka	 myths	 involve	 some	 kind	 of	 social	 interaction	






of	 the	 actors’	 perception	 of	 each	 other,	 which	 usually	 is	 not	 as	 clearly	
accounted	for	as	it	is	here:
The	swidden	of	a	man	was	frequently	visited	by	peccaries	that	came	to	eat	
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into	 the	shape	of	a	peccary	 is	produced	only	after	 they	have	established	
convivial	 relations,	 that	 is,	when	 the	peccaries	and	 the	man	have	begun	
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Figure 1.  Dario Mahuantiari, teller of myths, and his wife 
Mirian, Koribeni, Alto Urubamba
8
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THE SELF IN TRANSDIMENSIONAL RELATIONS9
	 This	 resilience	 of	 the	 self	 in	 Matsigenka	 thought	 is	 crucial	 in	

















parties	 must	 be	 located	 in	 the	 same	 dimension	 of	 reality	 in	 order	 to	














	 The	 man’s	 ability	 to	 speak	 with	 the	 peccaries	 when	 he	 initially	
encountered	 them	 in	 the	 forest	 is,	 in	 effect,	 a	 sign	 that	 he	 has	 crossed	
into	 a	dimension	 that	 is	 ordinarily	not	 occupied	by	human	beings.	 	As	
long	as	this	man	has	not	developed	closer	relations	with	the	peccaries,	his	
aptitude	 to	 speak	with	 them	does	not	affect	his	physical	 shape.	 	To	 the	
contrary,	it	is	the	maintenance	of	his	human	body	that	provides	the	pigs	
9
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use	of	psychoactive	drugs	 such	as	ayahuasca,	datura,	and	 tobacco.	 	Such	
transdimensional	movements	 also	 take	 place	when	 dreaming	 and	when	
the	 body	 is	 unconscious.	 	 Furthermore,	 on	 certain	 occasions	 that	 often	
(though	not	always)	seem	to	be	associated	with	some	kind	of	crisis,	 the	
movement	can	spontaneously	 take	place	without	any	of	 these	measures.	
Cosmic	 journeys	 are,	 however,	 commonly	 undertaken	 with	 the	 express	
purpose	of	meeting	with	certain	spirit	persons	(saangarite)	who	normally	
do	not	appear	in	the	human	dimension.		When	traveling	in	this	way,	the	








	 Obviously	 then,	 the	 physical	 body	 is	 not	merely	 a	 dress,	 and	 such	
a	 characterization	must	not	be	 taken	as	 anything	but	 a	metaphor.	 	The	
body	is,	in	this	context,	more	like	the	blind	person’s	stick	through	which	
he	 or	 she	 experiences	 the	 world.	 	The	 body	 is,	 thus,	 clearly	 sentient.12	
The	 sensuousness	 implied	 in	 the	 soul’s	 spirit	 body	 is	 conceived	 of	 as	 a	
prerequisite	 for	 its	 sociability13	 in	 this,	 as	 well	 as	 in	 other,	 dimensions.	
Most	 importantly,	 the	 body	 provides	 the	 means	 for	 speaking	 in	 a	
comprehensible	way.	 	Accordingly,	 the	 physical	 body	 is	 conceived	 of	 as	
a	necessary	 requirement	 for	being	able	 to	communicate.	 	However,	 it	 is	
not	sufficient	just	to	have	a	body	to	enable	a	meaningful	verbal	exchange.	
There	 is	 also	 a	 requirement	 that	 the	 interlocutors’	 conscious	 selves	 are	
positioned	 in	 the	 same	 dimension	 of	 reality.	 	The	 localization	 of	 one’s	
conscious	self	in	a	particular	dimension	of	reality	is	manifested	primarily	
in	the	capacity	to	communicate	and	to	socialize	with	those	other	conscious	
selves	who	simultaneously	are	 in	 that	dimension.	 	To	be	 situated	 in	 the	
same	dimension	as	other	beings	does	not,	however,	necessarily	signify	the	
sharing	of	 the	 same	point	of	 view,	 since	one’s	 self	 remains	basically	 the	
same	irrespective	of	the	dimension	in	which	one	is	located.		
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	 The	disconnectedness	between	corporeal	 form	and	consciousness	 in	
Matsigenka	thought	is	readily	apparent	in	relation	to	the	kinds	of	being	







Matsigenka	people,	 as	 in	many	parts	 of	 the	Amazon,	humanity	 is	 seen	
principally	 as	 a	moral	 condition	 (cf.	Gow	1991;	Londoño	Sulkin	2005,	
intra;	Overing	1989,	1999;	Rosengren	2003a;	Santos-Granero	1991).		In	
contrast	to	true	humans,	tsori	are	distinguished	by	their	basically	unreliable	













first	 case	 it	 can	be	assumed	 that	 the	new	appearance	of	 the	 sorcerers	 is	
due	to	their	intimate	relations	with	demons,	while	in	the	latter	case	it	is	
11
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that	 the	 similarity	 indicated	 between	 the	 beings	 in	 question	 is	 only	
superficial.	 	 However,	 at	 times	 it	 may	 be	 difficult	 for	 an	 inattentive	
person	 to	 distinguish	 between	 such	 similar,	 but	 different,	 beings.	 	This	
indistinctiveness	 is	 something	 that	 occasionally	 is	 taken	 advantage	 of	
























	 Matsigenka	 comprehension	 of	 the	 world	 is	 apparently	 a	 complex	
intellectual	and	sensual	procedure.	 	In	a	critical	appreciation	of	Viveiros	
de	 Castro’s	 (1998)	 account	 of	 Amazonian	 perspectivism,	 Santos-
Granero	 (intra)	 addresses	 the	 insufficiency	 of	 reducing	 the	 mode	 of	
perceiving	 different	 kinds	 of	 being	 to	 sight	 alone.	 	On	 the	 basis	 of	 his	
analysis	 of	Yanesha	 peoples’	 conceptions,	 Santos-Granero	 demonstrates	
the	 importance	 of	 hearing.	 	 Various	 protective	 measures	 employed	 by	
12
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they	 look	 like	 are	 therefore	not	determined	by	 their	 common	corporeal	
form.		The	significant	differences	between	these	categories	of	being	have	
evidently	 nothing	 to	 do	with	 physiology.	 	The	 different	 points	 of	 view	
become	evident	when	variances	in	modes	of	behavior	are	considered.		The	
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The	 isure	differs	 from	the	 suretsi	 since	 it	has	gone	 through	a	process	of	
formation	 that	 contains	 the	 complexity	 of	 a	 corresponding	 concept	 in	























by	Kashiriari	Maeni,	 a	mighty	 shaman	 (seripigari),	 living	 in	 the	 region	
of	the	Alto	Picha	River	in	the	Lower	Urubamba	area.		Kashiriari	Maeni	
14
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brought	the	evil	man	home	where	he	forced	him	to	kneel	down	and	then	
he	blew—Sho!—on	the	top	of	the	man’s	head,	that	is,	on	the	fontanel	that	




pulling	upwards.)	 	The	evil	man	immediately	 fell	 lifeless	 to	the	ground,	




condition	 of	 the	 evil	man	 by	walking	 around	 as	 if	 he	was	 dead	 drunk,	
making	silly	faces,	and	twaddling	nonsensically	to	the	great	amusement	of	
the	audience.)		He	was	also	very	weak	and,	as	night	fell,	he	died.
	 This	 brief	 story	 is	 interesting	 since	 it	 clearly	 depicts	 the	 soul	 as	
something	concrete	and	tangible,	which	suggests	that	it	is	thought	of	as	
having	a	specific	place	within	the	body.		The	association	between	thoughts	
and	 the	 heart—common	 in	 many	 parts	 of	 the	 Amazon	 (cf.	 Belaúnde,	
intra)—is	also	made	by	Matsigenka	people.	 	The	central	position	given	
to	 this	muscle	 can	be	 elicited	 linguistically	 since	 the	 same	 root,	niga,	 is	
employed	to	form	the	verb	“to	be	in	the	middle”	(niga-nki),	and	for	“heart”	
(nigá-kintsi),	 the	 literal	meaning	of	which	 can	be	 rendered	“that	which	
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for	 forming	 the	disposition	 of	 subjectivities	 to	 perceive	 of	 the	world	 in	





















	 A	 corollary	 of	 the	 awareness	 of	 self	 is	 the	 awareness	 of	 Other,	
which	 also	 is	 a	 condition	 for	 sociality.	 	Self-awareness	 is,	 accordingly,	 a	
prerequisite	for	encounters	of	significance	that	implies	an	exchange	of,	at	
least,	the	experience	of	meeting.		Any	kind	of	confrontation	with	an	Other	






and	 Felix	 Guattari	 (1987).	 	 But,	 for	 example,	 as	 Overing	 (1985c)	 has	
shown,	socializing	can	also	entail	an	aspiration	of	“becoming-alike.”	 	 In	
16
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the	 particularity	 of	 which	 is	 shared	 by	 other	 physically	 similar	 beings.	
Rather,	it	is	something	unique,	formed	by	the	specific	historical	conditions	
that	 influence	the	development	of	each	 individual’s	 soul.	 	 In	contrast	 to	



























Santos-Granero	 intra).	 	Conversely,	Weiss	 (1975:427)	maintains	 that	Riverine	
Asháninka	people	only	entertain	beliefs	in	a	single	soul.
	 3.	 	For	 a	detailed	 examination	of	 the	 effects	 of	nonhuman	 influences	 that	
leave	no	physical	signs,	see	Londoño	Sulkin	(intra).
	 4.		Similar	kinds	of	baths	are	administered	as	part	of	the	mourning	process.	
In	 concordance	 with	 the	 argument	 of	 this	 essay,	 Shepard	 (2002:214)	 sees	 the	
baths	 taken	a	 few	days	 after	 a	person’s	death	as	 a	defense	against	death	 spirits	
(kamatsirini).
17
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likely	 of	 the	 kind	 that	mothers	 give	 their	 babies	 (see	 above)	 and	 for	 the	 same	
purpose,	 that	 is,	 to	 cleanse	 them	 from	nonhuman	 influence	with	 the	 effect	 of	
maintaining	or	regaining	(as	in	the	myth)	humanness.























	 13.	 	 The	 condition	 that	 both	 the	 peccary	 and	 the	 oropendola	 in	 the	
myths	 discussed	here	 are	 of	 a	 distinctively	 gregarious	 nature	 is	 probably	 just	 a	
coincidence.		In	other	myths	persons	are	transformed	into	more	solitary	species	
though	transformation	always	occurs	to	enable	conviviality.
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	 17.	 	 See	 also	 Belaúnde	 (intra)	 on	 the	 effect	 of	 the	 stench	 of	 blood	 on	






seems	 to	 be	 related	 etymologically	 to	 the	English	 concept	 of	 “building,”	 both	
as	 a	noun	 and	 as	 a	 verb)	 that	 besides	“formation”	 and	“structure”	 also	 signifies	
“education,	good	breeding,	refinement	and	training.”
	 20.	 	 This	 understanding	 seems	 to	 closely	 resemble	 Piaroa	 conceptions,	








(Rosengren,	 2003b)	 as	 it	 allegedly	 deals	 with	 accounts	 of	 historical	 persons.	




boom	but	no	closer	 than	 the	childhood	 time	of	 the	eldest	people	 living	 in	 the	




	 22.	 	 In	 Asháninka	 nošire	 means	 both	 “my	 soul”	 and	 “my	 heart”	 (Weiss	
1975:426f ).
19
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